THE SOUTH AFRICAN WAR	251
united by the mistaken conviction that a British government
wanted their blood, it was largely because they heard a British
public calling for it.
But secondly, the Boers were not thinking of defence only.
There was a strong aggressive element on their side. They had
sound military reasons for expecting to win, and but for an early
error in large strategy might well have done so. They went into
the fight as a new War of Independence, necessary to give birth
to a new United States. At what point the party of action
acquired irrevocable control cannot be known. But for the Boers
as a nation of horsemasters the ideal time to begin a war was as
soon as the seasonal rains renewed the veldt grass—no earlier
and no later. It is significant that the war did begin exactly then;
and possibly, or even probably, none of the Boer proceedings
after the Bloemfontein Conference had any other purpose.1
On 27 September the Free State publicly threw in its lot with
the Transvaal. The effect was that the Boers could place in the
field a combined force of about 50,000 mounted infantry. They
had rifles and ample ammunition for 80,000, and hoped to reach
that figure later by enrolling Cape Dutch. Against them Great
Britain had at that date in South Africa no more than 14,750
regulars. It is true that on 8 September the government had
ordered up 10,000 troops from India who reached Durban on
8 October. Even then the Boers were nearly two to one, with a
much greater superiority in artillery; the main British reinforce-
ment—a field force of 47,000 men from England—not having
been authorized by the cabinet till 29 September. These facts
explain why, though both sides had drafted ultimatums, the
Boers (on 9 October) got theirs in first; and also why the pith of
it was a demand for the withdrawal of troops and stoppage of
reinforcements. The priority of their ultimatum did not really
imply aggression; for, if war were to be, they naturally could not
wait for their enemy to reinforce himself. But the Krugerish
truculence with which it was phrased gave them all the air of
aggressors; and it helped enormously to consolidate opinion
against them, both in Great Britain and in the colonies. The
latter, to whom the mother country's championship of her over-
seas nationals made a special appeal, were kindled with a new
solidarity, and vied in offering contingents of fighters.
1 In particular, the episode which began on 13 August seems only intelligible on
this ground.

